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Introduction:  

 

“Here is the true meaning and value of compassion and nonviolence, when it helps us to see the enemy’s point 

of view, to hear his questions, to know his assessment of ourselves. For from his view we may indeed see the 

basic weaknesses of our own condition, and if we are mature, we may learn and grow and profit from the 

wisdom of the brothers who are called the opposition.” -Martin Luther King Jr. 

 

2020 has been a haywire and unprecedented year. Other than the Covid pandemic being one of the most 

consequential events in modern history, protests have also sprung up amidst the chaos in response to issues such 

as government incompetence, police brutality, and authoritarianism to name a few.  

 

Historically, peaceful protests and non-violent means have been used to successfully implement substantial 

change. One of the greatest examples of this was the success of the civil rights movement in the mid-20th 

century United States which brought the Civil Right Act of 1964 into law, ending legalized racial discrimination 

and segregation. Another significant example would be Gandhi’s Salt March which brought independence from 

British colonial rule in India.  

 

Peaceful protests have historically failed to implement change as well. One notable example are the 1989 

Tiananmen Square protests in China which failed to bring democracy and free media to mainland China after 

the People’s Liberation Army shot and killed hundreds to thousands of protestors and led to rampant crackdown 

on speech and ended prospective political and social reforms.  

 

With injustice still rampant in almost all regions around the globe, protests are still being used to advocate for 

change. Although there are many well-intentioned and non-violent demonstrations, many protests have also 

erupted into violence, rioting, and looting. Government reactions to protests have also been mixed, with some 

protests allowed to happen unopposed and others met with riot control with uses of methods such as tear gas 

and police confrontation. The internet and social media have allowed protests and movements to spread like 

wildfire and has allowed us to witness these protests and their responses in crystal clear quality.  

 

This topic is extremely complex and has many approaches and perspectives that must be considered. When is 

rioting justified if ever? How effective are peaceful protests versus rioting in implementing change? When is it 

okay to destroy property and incite violence in response to injustice if ever? What solutions can the UN work 

with to meet the demands of protestors? How exactly should the state respond to protests and whose voices 

should they prioritize? Are the causes that the protestors are fighting for well-intentioned and will the reforms 

they are calling for serve effective in the short and long term? 

 

As the United Nations, we should strive to uphold our fundamental values to promote international peace and 

security and hope to see conflicts resolved in non-violent means. 
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Key Terms: 

 

Injustice 

Injustice refers to the lack of fairness or justice. The majority of recent and historical protests have been in 

response to supposed injustice such as the disproportionately high number of deaths of black people in America 

by police misconduct or government Coronavirus restrictions and imposing of lockdowns and other measures. 

Injustice exists in forms such as income inequality, government authoritarianism, lack of police accountability, 

endemic racism and discrimination, privileged and marginalized social groups, and others.  

 

Protest 

A protest is a public demonstration of dissent towards an idea or action, usually a political or social one. 

Protests typically are a form of nonviolent resistance which might materialize in a march, picket sign holding, 

civil disobedience, economic or political noncooperation, and others. 

 

Riot/Looting 

A riot differentiates from a protest in that it is defined by its violence. It is a violent disturbance of the peace 

that may or may not seek to achieve reform. Rioting can result in the destruction of property, looting, injuries 

and death, and general societal breakdown. In recent protests, particularly recent Black Lives Matter 

demonstrations, a few protests have devolved into rioting and looting. This behavior is usually looked down 

upon although some may also claim the behavior is justified. Whether or not it is morally correct, rioting and 

looting has resulted in property damage and deaths and has made many people hesitant to show support for 

associated movements. The cause of rioting and looting is hard to determine; one could argue it might be the 

state’s crackdown on peaceful protests prompting a violent response while another could argue that the state’s 

crackdown is to prevent rioting and looting. Either way, understanding the difference between a protest and a 

riot is important when trying to discern the issues and controversies regarding recent movements.  

 

Riot Control 

Riot control refers to the measures used by the government to crackdown people involved in riots, 

demonstrations, or protests. Common tactics include the use of tear gas, pepper spray, rubber bullets, and 

electric tasers. The aim of riot control depends on the situation. Sometimes it may be used to clear out an area of 

protestors. Other times it may be used to enforce the law in wake of property destruction or violence. Riot 

control has been used extensively in response to protests and riots around the world and how it should be done 

and whether or not it should be done are important topics to tackle when addressing the global increase in 

protests. 

 

Police Brutality 

Police brutality refers to when law enforcement officers exercise undue or excessive force against a subject 

resulting in a civil rights violation. This could be bullying, harassment, injury, property damage, or even death. 

Some of the more recent large-scale protests, notably those in response to the killings of George Floyd and 

Jacob Blake, are ultimately protesting against police brutality (and the supposed systemic racism attached to it).  

 

Authoritarianism 

Authoritarianism refers to a type of government that seeks to enforce strict obedience to authority at the expense 

of personal freedom. This can manifest in forms such as dictatorships, absolute monarchies, and fascism. 

Examples of authoritarian governments are those found in China, North Korea, and Venezuela. Many recent 

protests have been in response to rising authoritarianism. The Belarusian protests against President Lukashenko, 

“Europe’s last dictator”, are one of the more notable examples. Other notable ones include those in Hong Kong, 

Germany, and Chile. 
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Major Parties Involved: 

 

United States 

The United States has been a hotbed for recent protests and demonstrations. The most significant of these 

protests are those concerned with racial injustice in the wake of the killing of George Floyd and anti-lockdown 

protests in response to state government imposition of lockdowns and other restrictions.  

 

Police shootings of African Americans such as Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, Jacob Blake, and Rayshard 

Brooks has been thrust into the international spotlights along with the corresponding Black Lives Matter 

movement. Protesting lack of police accountability, police brutality, inequality, and racism, the majority of 

protests have been peaceful through demonstrations, civil disobedience, and strikes. However, in some 

instances, riots and lootings have taken place in cities such as Minneapolis and Portland. Concessions that have 

been given include budget cuts and reforms for several police departments and the Executive Order on Safe 

Policing for Safe Communities but protests are currently still ongoing. 

 

Beginning in April 2020, several US states witnessed protests against the government response towards the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The protests decried the impacts of state imposed stay at home orders, business closures, 

and restricted freedoms. Under the encouragement of the Twitter account of President Trump, most protestors 

were composed of mainstream Republicans, but far-right groups such as the Proud Boys and armed militia 

movement supporters joined in as well. These protests made international news and may have inspired other 

similar anti-lockdown protests in other regions around the globe. As of now, no riots or significant violence 

have arisen out of these demonstrations but critics label these protests as dangerous due to the fact that some of 

the protestors were heavily armed. Critics also note the lack of a forceful government response to these protests 

in contrast to the riot control seen made against protests in the name of racial justice. 

 

Belarus 

The 2020 Belarusian protests are an ongoing movement against the “last dictator in Europe”, President 

Alexander Lukashenko. Political repression and authoritarianism, arrest of presidential candidates, electoral 

fraud, policy decisions, and Lukashenko’s seeking of another term in office are the main reasons behind these 

protests. More than half a million people took to the streets after Lukashenko won his 6th term in office, with 

many credible sources claiming a rigged election against opposition candidate Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya. The 

government response to these demonstrations have been tainted in violence. The human rights experts of the 

UN has stated that there have been more than 450 documented instances of torture and ill-treatment of 

detainees, including the raping and sexual assault of women and children.  

 

Lebanon 

Known locally as the October Revolution, the ongoing Lebanese protests were caused by austerity, political 

corruption, interventionism, recession, sectarianism, unemployment, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the 2020 

Beirut explosions. Initially caused by the announcement of a slew of new taxes, the protests have resulted in the 

resignation of two prime ministers and 10 MPs. Human rights violations and excessive state violence have been 

documented, notably in Beirut. The August 4 blast at Beirut’s port devastated the capital city and invigorated 

the ongoing dissent. 

 

Literally like every other country 

The US, Belarus, and Lebanon have all been affected by large-scale unrest and protests, but there has been an 

increase in protests all around the world as well. Some of the more notable ones include those in India, Chile, 

Montenegro, Sudan, Bulgaria, Canada, Colombia, Libya, Mali, Syria, Russia, Algeria, Hong Kong/China, 



DAISMUN  
France, Haiti, Iran, Thailand, and Iraq. Most protests have a common anti-government theme with 

dissatisfaction in government responses to social, economic, or political issues. A good amount of this 

dissatisfaction can be associated with the COVID-19 pandemic as well. 

 

Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue: 

With most of these protests dealing with local, regional, and national issues, the UN has little power to do much 

in regards to protests and their causes without breaching the sovereignty of countries. The UN has, however, 

played an important role in documenting and condemning human rights violations and advocating for less 

violence. For example, on June 19th, the UN Human Rights Council condemned discriminatory and violent 

policing after the death of George Floyd and setup an inquiry into “systemic racism”. Another example would 

be when the UN rights chief, on August 12th, condemned violence against protestors and called for grievances 

to be heard in Belarus. Another example would be the launching of a UN report on August 27th which 

highlighted human rights violations and abuses during demonstrations in Iraq. The UN has also reminded 

countries repeatedly about the fact that, under the UN Human Rights Committee, people have the right to 

demonstrate peacefully and that governments should respect international law and allow these protests to occur.  

 

Timeline: 

(Year) (Event) 

October 2016 – 

March 2017 

Candlelight demonstrations took place in South Korea in response to former President Park 

Geun-hye’s admitting to sharing classified government documents with personal confidantes. 

Park was eventually impeached and sentenced to 25 years in prison. The Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace estimates the protests to have reached 1.5 million at their 

peak. 

June 2018 – 

October 2019 

The UK People’s Vote Protests called for a second public vote on Brexit, the decision of the 

UK to leave the European Union. More than 1 million people demonstrated in front of 

Westminster Abbey. Regardless, the Brexit deal was finalized and the UK left the EU in 

January. 

February 2019 - 

Present 

Following the announcement by the President of Algeria, Abdelaziz Boutefilka, that he 

would run for a fifth term, protestors mobilized to oppose his rule. At its peak there were 

more than 1 million protestors that were rallying against “le pouvoir”, the military and 

political elite class that consistently retained power. 

October 2019 - 

Present 

After the government imposed a 4% hike in subway fares, what was initially a small 

movement to evade the fare escalated into 1 million+ strong protests in Santiago, Chile that 

exposed the deep economic inequality in the country. The largest protest in the nation’s 

history, it reversed the subway fare hike decision and a referendum will be held regarding a 

Constitutional rewrite despite a tough government crackdown. 

November 2019 

– March 2020 

A national strike took place in Colombia after reforms meant to address economic inequality 

and government corruption were stalled. “Cacerolazo”, the banging of pans, became a 

popular form of protest which eventually manifested into more than 1 million people at its 

peak. After the death of a young protestor, the National Strike committee agreed to meet with 

President Duque. 
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April 2019 - 

Present 

A few days after the Hong Kong government introduced an bill that would allow the 

extradition of criminals to China, around 1 million people marched in opposition to the bill. 

After months of violent clashes between police and protestors, the protests grew to 2 million 

as Hong Kong’s autonomy and freedom seemed to hang in the balance. After the passing of 

a new security law by Chinese government, security officials were granted authority to crack 

down on speech and dissent and protests have since died down significantly in fears of being 

arrested and prosecuted by the notoriously human rights lacking Chinese government.  

October 2019 Around 1.5 million protestors took to the streets in Bolivia as wildfires blazed through the 

Amazon. Anger was targeted towards President Morales who refused to declare the wildfires 

a national emergency. After he won election, protests continued over the growing 

authoritarian nature of the Bolivian government. 

October 2019 - 

Present 

The proposition of new taxes on tobacco, petrol, and voice calls on WhatsApp brought 1 

million people together in protest against the government resulting in the resignation of Prime 

Minister Saad Hariri. Protests continued as more change and reform was desired, and was 

given an even bigger boost after the Beirut port explosion. 

March 13, 2020 Breonna Taylor, a 26-year-old African American woman, was shot and killed by police 

officers during a no-knock-warrant operation. Her killing sparked lower-scale protests 

demanding justice, but Taylor’s name gained national attention once again after the death of 

George Floyd and the ensuing protests. 

May 25, 2020 - 

Present 

George Floyd, a 46-year-old African American, was killed in Minneapolis by police during 

an arrest. A witness video showed the officer, Derek Chauvin, kneeling on Floyd’s neck for 

several minutes. After the footage went public and then internationally viral, protests were 

held in response to the killing in over 2000 cities and towns in over 60 countries. Estimates 

put participation at around 15 million to 26 million in the United States, making it the largest 

in US history. About 93% of protests were “peaceful and nondestructive”, with the remainder 

escalating into riots, looting, and street skirmishes. Around 14,000 people were arrested, 19 

people have died, and $500 million has been done in property damage. Concessions given 

include budget cuts and reforms for police departments and the Executive Order on Safe 

Policing for Safe Communities signed by President Trump on June 16, 2020. 

August 23, 2020 Jacob Blake, a 29-year-old African American man, was shot and seriously injured in 

Kenosha, Wisconsin. The video footage was uploaded online and went viral, resulting in tons 

of protests which included rallies, marches, property damage, arson, and clashes with police. 

 

 

Possible solutions:  

The UN should continue to document and condemn human rights violations associated with crackdowns on 

protests and uphold international law concerning the right to protest. However, the UN also needs to be a 

beacon for promoting change through non-violent means, following in the footsteps of the great figures like 

Gandhi and MLK Jr.  

 

A possible solution could be the imposing of economic and political sanctions on governments that violate the 

right to protest or have numerous, systematic violations of human rights like in Belarus where detainees are 

tortured and, in some cases, raped. 
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The United Nations does not have sovereignty over the countries of the world, so it cannot simply solve the 

issues of protests by conceding to protestor demands which are usually targeted at national or local 

governments. Thus, a feasible solution would be for the UN to somehow put pressure on national governments 

to listen to protestors and their causes and engage in productive dialogue. What the UN shouldn’t do, in most 

cases, is to take a side. Although some protests might have clear moral justifications and obvious sides to 

choose, the UN should remain neutral regardless of topic and instead encourage the respect and free flow of 

ideas and solutions.  

 

In these times of chaos, the world is in desperate need for competent leadership. The UN should act as an 

example of this and continue to strive for peace, understanding, and dialogue.  
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